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Selected Opinions of Chief Justice Rehnquist 



Summary 

William H. Justice Rehnquist, appointed to the Supreme Court by President 
Richard M. Nixon, joined the United States Supreme Court as an associate Justice 
in 1972. In 1986, President Ronald Reagan nominated him to replace Chief Justice 
Warren Burger, a position to which he was confirmed by the Senate by a vote of 65 
to 33. When Chief Justice Rehnquist died on September 3, 2005, he had served 33 
years on the Court. 

William H. Rehnquist had a significant influence over a number of issues during 
his years on the Supreme Court. While he is most often associated with the Court’s 
renewed interest in federalism, he also made significant contributions in a number 
of other areas, including separation of powers, church-state, criminal law, equal 
protection and due process. While he was often a lone dissenter early in his career, 
his influence grew as the composition of the Court changed, and as he persuaded 
other Justices of the merits of his position, many of his views gained ascendancy. 
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William H. Justice Rehnquist, appointed to the Supreme Court by President 
Richard M. Nixon, joined the United States Supreme Court as an associate Justice 
in 1972. In 1986, President Ronald Reagan nominated him to replace Chief Justice 
Warren Burger, a position to which he was confirmed by the Senate by a vote of 65 
to 33. When Chief Justice Rehnquist died on September 3, 2005, he had served 33 
years on the Court. 

William H. Rehnquist had a significant influence over a number of issues during 
his years on the Supreme Court. While he is most often associated with the Court’s 
renewed interest in federalism, he also made significant contributions in a number 
of other areas, including of separation of powers, church-state, criminal law, equal 
protection and due process. While he was often a lone dissenter early in his career, 
his influence grew as the composition of the Court changed, and as he persuaded 
other Justices of the merits of his position, many of his views gained ascendancy. 
What follows is a discussion of selected opinions authored by Chief Justice 
Rehnquist. Given the Chief Justice’s long tenure on the Court, our selection of 
opinions covers only a portion of those he authored, including significant dissents. 

Federalism 

During Chief Justice Rehnquist's early years on the Court in the 1970s, there 
were growing conflicts between state governments and the federal government. The 
federal government was expanding in size, while imposing new mandates on states. 
Because of these new responsibilities, state governments developed increased 
administrative capacities, and were soon arguing for greater control over many of 
state/federal programs. However, this was also a time of increasing federal controls 
over states. 

For instance, the Economic Stabilization Act of 1970 was used by President 
Nixon to reduce a raise that had been promised to Ohio state employees. This action 
was challenged in the case of Fry v. United States. 1 In Fry, the Supreme Court 
considered the argument that the states should be immune from federal regulation. 
In a brief opinion, the majority reasserted, based on prior case law, that states are not 
immune from federal regulation under the Commerce Clause merely because of their 
sovereign status. 



1 421 U.S. 542(1975). 





